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LXXVII. An Account of an extraordinary 
Difeafe of the Skin , and its Cure. Ex¬ 
tracted from the Italian of Carlo Crufio ; 
accompanied with a Letter of the Abbe 
Nollet, F. R. S. to Mr. William Wat- 
fon, F. R. S. by Robert Watfon, M. D. 
F. R. S. 


Read May i6,*“ | ’"i fj £ difeafe, which lately befel a 

!75+* young Neapolitan woman, being of 

an extraordinary nature, greatly excited the curiofity 
of the governors of the royal hofpital at Naples. 
Thefe gentlemen engaged Signor Crufio, the phy- 
fician of that hofpital, to whofe care this patient was 
committed, to draw up a faithful relation of the cafe. 
The Abbe Nollet, of the Royal Academy of Sciences at 
Paris, being defirous of having an authentic account 
• f what he had heard had been fo much the fubjedt 
of difcourfe at Naples, procur’d by his friends from 
Signor Crufio a tranfcript of this relation j and, be¬ 
lieving it not unworthy of attention, tranfmitted it to 
London. In a letter to Mr. William Watfon, the Abbe 
Nollet allures him, that the relation contains nothing 
but what is true } “ becaufe, fays he, I have been in- 
“ form’d of the fad by difinterefted perfons, and be- 
“ caufe I know the writer of it to be a man of too 
“ much honour to be capable of attempting to im- 
“ pofe upon any one.” 

The hiftory of the difeafe is as follows. 


4D 2 


The Royal Society is collaborating with JSTOR to digitize, preserve, and extend access to 

Philosophical Transactions (1683-1775). 

www.jstor.org 








[ 5 ®° ] 

A Young woman, feventeen years old, call’d Pa- 
** trizia Galiera, the daughter of a citizen of Na¬ 
ples, was brought to the royal hofpital the twenty- 
fecond of June, 1752. and was placed in one of the 
wards affigned to the care of Dr. Crufio ; who vifit- 
ing her in her bed, and afking her the neceffary que- 
ftions to form a right notion of her difeafe, was in¬ 
form’d by her, that her complaint was an exceffive 
tenfion and hardnefs of her Ikin over all her body, 
by which the found herfelf fo bound and ftraiten’d, 
that ffie could hardly move her limbs. Upon exa¬ 
mining her, he found her fkin hard to the touch, like 
wood, or a dry hide; however, he obferv’d fome dif¬ 
ference in the degrees of the hardnefs: For in fome 
places it was greater j as in the neck, forehead, and 
particularly in the eye-lids j infomuch that ffie could 
neither raife nor intirely ffiut them. It was alfo very 
great in the lips, tongue, and on each lide of her 
body } but the mufcles under the Ikin feem’d not to 
be affected, becaufe the joints could be bent; and if 
in any place there was any difficulty in moving the 
limbs, this arofe not from any defedt in the mufcles, 
but from the hardnefs and tenfion of the Ikin and 
cellular membrane, which did not yield to their con- 
tradtion and relaxation. For example; the could 
fcarce open her mouth j which happen’d not from 
any fault in the digaftric, or other mufcles, but from 
the hardnefs of the lkin, that cover’d the lips and 
cheeks, and that would not permit her to draw down 
the lower jaw. In the fame manner was fhe in¬ 
capable of bending her neck, or turning her head: 
Neither did this happen from any defedt in the 

mufcles 
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mufcles deftin’d to that office, but from the firmnefs of 
the {kin and membrane, which in no wife yielded to 
their contraction. This was the cafe in the other 
parts of the body; the mufcles being, as it were, 
tied down and comprefled by a dry, hard, and un- 
pliable covering. 

As to other particulars; her fkin had loft its na¬ 
tural warmth, but was fenfible, when it was prefs d 
upon by the nails, or a pin; the patient then faying, 
that ihe felt a pain, as if the {kin were tearing. Her 
pulfe was perceiv’d to be deep, and obfcure; but 
equal, and regular. Her refpiration was free, and un¬ 
interrupted j her digeftion was good, and {he found 
no inconvenience after eating, except a greater ftreight- 
nefs, and an uneafy conftridion round the belly. As 
to the natural excretions, the alvine were eafy and 
proper; but the urinary fometimes exceeded the 
quantity of what {he drank, and appear’d loaded 
with {alts; both which circumftances, perhaps, pro¬ 
ceeded from the fenfible and infenfible perfpiration 
being intirely wanting. For upon her being afk’d, 
whether {he ever fweated, {he anfwer’d, that {he did 
not, tho’ file was ever fo much exercis’d and fatigu’d. 
Her fleep was natural; {he had never had the men- 
ftrual evacuation. She faid, her diforder began firft 
in her neck, which {he perceiv’d ihe could not move 
as ufual; then {he found the {kin of her face and 
forehead to grow hard; and fo fucceflively, from day 
to day, {he faw and felt all the external parts of her 
body grow hard, and tenfe. She never had had any 
other difeafe except a little fever feme years before, 
nor had ever been fuddenly or excefiively frighten’d. 
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So 
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So extraordinary a diforder did not a little dif- 
concert the gentleman, to whofe care the cure of it 
was committed. He judged, that it would be very 
difficult, and almoft impoffible, for him to reftore the 
patient to a perfed ftate of health, not only on ac¬ 
count of the uncommon nature of the complaint, 
but becaufe he could not learn, from the relation of 
the fiek, any proximate or remote caufe of the dif- 
eafe, by which he might be direded to the application 
of a proper and efficacious remedy. For tho’, on 
firft conlidering the cafe, the want of the menftrual 
difcharge might appear to have been die occafion of 
it j yet as there are many women, who live in perfed 
health, and conceive, without ever having had this 
evacuation; the want of it, in this cafe, could not be 
fuppos’d an adequate caufe; and this the event after¬ 
wards fhew’d, fince the patient was cur’d without 
ever having had the natural difcharges of the fex. 

The indication then of cure was to be taken from 
the prefent date of the dileafe. The fkin was ob- 
ferv’d to have loft its natural foftnefs and flexibility; 
was become hard, contraded, and imperfpirable. 
Wherefore it was not unreafonable to conclude, that 
the immediate caufe of fuch a morbid change was a 
preternatural contradion of the nervous or fibrous 
parts of the fkin, by which its excretory duds and 
exhaling veffels were conftringed, and did not fupply 
a due quantity of the oily and aqueous fluids necef- 
fary to foften and lubricate the parts. Now for want 
of thefe fluids, the coriaceous fibres of the fkin, the 
nervous papilla, the corpus mucofum , the abforbing 
and exhaling veftels, and the cuticle, could not but 
collapfe, coalefce, grow rigid, dry, firm, and hard: 

And 
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And certainly leather, which, in its hardeft and drieft 
ffate, bears a near refemblance to the difeas’d Ikin of 
this young woman, does not lofe its original foftnefs j 
but either by being limply depriv’d of thofe juices, 
which moiften’d its component parts, or elfe by the 
coagulation and infpiffation of fome of the fluids 
lodged in the vefiels; which laft circumftance per¬ 
haps likewife contributed its lhare to the hardnefs of 
the Ikin in the prefent cafe. 

On thefe confiderations it was thought fit to put 
the patient into a bath of warm milk and water, and 
to diredt her to flay in it a confiderable fpace of time, 
that the warmth and moifture might relax and foften 
the hardnefs of her Ikin: But fhe could not bear to 
continue in the bath, on account of the great oppref- 
fion and anxiety, which it occafion’d, and becaufe the 
troublefome conftridtion of her ikin was much in- 
creas d by it. She was therefore put to bed, and well 
cover’d with cloaths, in hopes to promote a fweat ^ 
but all was in vain; for her ikin remain’d as hard 
and dry as before. However, this treatment was re¬ 
peated for fix days; but, on going into the bath for 
the feventh time, ihe was feiz’d with convulfions in 
the mufcles of her legs and arms. This was very un¬ 
expected, and made it neceffary to difcontinue this 
method of cure. But as it was imagin’d, that it was 
the weight and preffure of the water, which gave her 
fo much uneafinefs, a method was thought on, to 
avoid this inconvenience, and, at the fame time, to 
procure for the patient the benefit, that might arife 
mom the relaxation and foftening of the ikin and 
pores by the abforption of an external humidity, 
which was judged to be neceffary to the cure. Now 



the vapour of warm water hath a great power of in- 
finuating itfelf into the pores, and. between die fibres, 
of bodies; and, by that means, of relaxing and foft- 
ening the hardefl fubflances, as is obferv’d in dry lea¬ 
ther j which, fufpended in the fleam of boiling water, 
becomes much more foft and pliable, than if it had 
been immers’d for a longer time in the hot water 
Itfelf. A vapour bath was therefore order’d, and 
contriv’d in fuch a manner, that the fleam of the boil¬ 
ing water might intirely furround the body of the pa¬ 
tient, or be directed to any particular part, asoccafion 
fhould require. She bore the vapour without any 
inconvenience, and was conflantly kept in bed in the 
intervals between the feveral applications of it. The 
fixth time of ufing this kind of bath, fhe began to 
perfpire a little, and, from day to day, the perfpira- 
tion grew more general, and at laft univerfal: Then 
the fkin began to be lefs rough, but not lefs hard 5 
and the urine was mere thin and diluted than before. 
Her diet was preferibd to be of the mofl foft and 
relaxing nature, and principally confifled of whey. 
As fhe was judg’d to be of too full a habit, and as fhe 
had not the regular menfh ual difeharge, fhe was or¬ 
der’d to lofe twelve ounces of blood from the foot j 


and it was thought, that this evacuation might contri¬ 
bute to produce a general relaxation, and, by confe- 
quence, make the circulation of the blood, and other 
fluids, more free and eafy through their refpedive ca¬ 
nals. It was furprifing to fee what difficulty the fur- 
geon found in opening the vein, on account of the 
hardnefs erf the fldn; infbmuch that, in the opera¬ 
tion, the lancet yielded, and bent. However, at laft, 
it pierced the fkin, ark the vein, but not without a 
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good deal of pain to the patient. The blood iflu’d 
forth with great impetuofity, and the wound was 
fome time before it heal’d j but, at length, it form’d 
an elevated and hard fear. 

By continuing the emollient diet and vapour bath, 
in about forty days the fkin of her legs began to grow 
foft; in which part, according to the relation of the 
patient, the hardnefs laft fhew’d itfelf. But as often 
as fhe expos d herfelf to the frefh and cool air, the 
flcin, which had begun to grow foft and flexible, was 
obferv’d to grow again hard, and imperfpirable. It 
was therefore thought proper, towards the end of 
September, to place her in a warm room, where the 
air was kept of an equal degree of heat. This had 
the defir’d effedt: For by flaying in her room, and 
from time to time repeating the vapour bath, and by 
drinking, at her meals, a decodtion of the woods, the 
perfpiration was conftant and moderate 5 and the foft- 
nefs of the lkin, which began in the legs, extended 
itfelf upwards, and was in fome degree perceptible in 
the arms. 

Five months were now elapsd fince the beginning 
of this treatment, when it was believ’d, that, without 
fome more efficacious medicine, capable, by its mo¬ 
tion, weight, figure, and divifibility, of circulating 
with the blood, and of penetrating into the moft re¬ 
mote and fubtil recedes of the veffels, it would be 
impoflible to refolve and open the obftrudtions, which 
were form’d in the vafcular ftrudture of the fkin, and 
which, by hindering the fluids from circulating thro’ 
their refpedtive canals, had depriv’d them of that 
humidity, which nature hath made neceflary for their 
flexibility and foftnefs. It was therefore thought pro- 
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per to make her take fmall dofes of pure quickfilver $ 
and that the mercury might the more eafily be deter¬ 
min’d to the fkin, the patient was order d to be con- 
ftantly kept in a warm air, to have the furface of her 
body rubb’d with a flannel, and to continue the ufe 
of the vapour bath. But, by way of preparation for 
this mercurial courfe, (he was gently purged, and 
blooded a fecond time, that the plenitude being di- 
minifh’d, the mercury might better circulate through 
the fineft veffels. Here it is to be obferv’d, that the. 
furgeon, in this fecond blood-letting, did not meet 
with that refiftance, in piercing the fkin, which he 
had experienced in the firft. The patient, thus pre¬ 
par’d, began in December, 1752. to take daily fix, 
and afterwards twelve, grains of pure quickfilver, in, 
a drachm of caflia, drinking after it half a pint of a 
decodtion of farfaparilla. In this courfe fhe continu’d 
four months with chearfulnefs, and without any in¬ 
convenience $ and within two months from the be¬ 
ginning of it there appear’d a fomewhat vifcid fweat, 
and the fkin grew more flexible, and yielding. About 
the end of March, 17 73. fhe had an efflorefcence 
over alt her fkin, which, by degrees, became puftular, 
and was very troublefome by its heat and itching. 
The ufe of mercury was then difcontinu’d, and fhe 
took no medicine but half a pint of an infufion of 
farfaparilla in the morning, and an emulfion of me¬ 
lon and poppy-feeds in the evening. Then the heat 
and itching abated, and the puftules fuppurated. 
Signor Crutio fays, that he had the pleafure to fee 
many fmall globules or particles of mercury feparated 
in the ripe puftules. This is fomething fo unufuat 
and furprifing, that we fhall fcarce be inclined to give 

out 
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our aflent till we are forced to it by farther experience 
and obfervation j efpecially as we know, that the moll 
careful and fenlible men art frequently miftaken; 
but that it is very rare, that any thing happens out of 
the ordinary courfe of nature. 

About the middle of May following, her Ikin was 
quite clear of pultules, and was become perfectly foft 
and flexible, being capable of being mov’d, rais’d, 
extended, and of performing all its natural functions. 
This foftnefs and flexibility of the Ikin was general, 
except in the forehead and lips; which, however, 
afterwards recover’d their natural Hate. 

But there ftill remains an unufual degree of ten* 
lion in fome of the mufcles, which lie immediately 
under the Ikin, particularly in thofe of the hand and 
radius ; on which account, a milk diet is preferib’d, 
to fupply the blood with a proper matter for filling 
the cells of the adipofe membrane j which membrane, 
by having fultain’d a long preflure between the dis¬ 
eas’d Ikin and mufcles, is become depriv’d of its pro¬ 
per mucilaginous and oily juices, defign’d by nature 
to keep the parts foft and flexible, and to facilitate 
the motion of the mufcles. Now when, by a fit diet, 
the oily and mucilaginous particles Shall again abound 
in the blood, they will, fince the morbid preflure of 
the Ikin is remov’d, be depofited in their proper cells, 
and, by that means, it is hop’d, that the affeded muf¬ 
cles, which every day grow lefs tenfe, will foon be re- 
ftor’d to their natural ftate; and that the cure will be 
as complete, with refpedt to them, as it already is with 
regard to the Ikin. 
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